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A longtime state legislator and aide to Congressman Ron Dellums,
Barbara Lee eventually succeeded her political mentor in the House, carrying 
on Oakland’s and the East Bay area’s tradition of progressive politics. As a member
of the Financial Services and International Relations committees, Congresswoman
Lee has promoted legislative programs to create better economic opportunities 
for working Americans and people of color, to stem the global HIV/AIDS pan-
demic, and to advocate for a foreign policy that balances the priorities of peace 
and security.

Barbara Lee was born in El Paso, Texas, on July 16, 1946.1 In 1960, her family
moved to the Los Angeles area, and Lee graduated from San Fernando High
School in 1964. Lee married as a teenager, gave birth to two sons, Tony and Craig,
and then divorced.2 But she was determined, even as a single mother, to get 
a university education. Lee recalled that her family’s support and “a safety net that
existed in California that gave me access to higher education” changed her life.3

In 1972, as the Black Student Union president at Mills College in Oakland, Lee
arranged for Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm to speak on campus. Chisholm,
Lee recalled, “convinced me that if I really wanted to make a significant impact,
that I should get involved in politics.”4 After graduating with a B.A. in psychology
in 1973, she earned an M.S.W. from the University of California, Berkeley, in
1975. Lee then joined the staff of Oakland Representative Ron Dellums, working 
in his office for 11 years, starting as an intern and eventually becoming his chief of
staff. In 1990, Lee won election to the California assembly and then served in the
state senate from 1997 to 1998. 

When Congressman Dellums, a 14-term veteran, announced his retirement 
in late 1997, Lee emerged as his successor.5 Politically, she followed in Dellums’s
footsteps, advocating military spending cuts in favor of economic opportunity
and job training programs, more funding for education, and support for environ-
mental protection.6 Her California senate district covered much of the congres-
sional district, so she enjoyed wide name recognition. In the April 8 special election,
Lee prevailed with 67 percent of the vote.7 In subsequent re-election campaigns
she won lopsided majorities, capturing 80 percent of the vote or more.8
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When Lee claimed her seat in the 105th Congress (1997–1999) on April 20,
1998, she received assignments on the Banking and Financial Services Committee
(later renamed Financial Services) and the Science Committee. In the 106th
Congress (1999–2001), she resigned the Science assignment and, in the 107th
(2001–2003), secured a seat on the International Relations Committee, where
she serves on the Subcommittee on Africa. In the 109th Congress (2005–2007),
she served as Whip for the Congressional Black Caucus (CBC), as co-chair of the
liberal Progressive Caucus, and as a senior Democratic Whip.

In the House, Representative Lee emerged as an advocate for the country’s
working poor and underprivileged. On her first day in Congress, Lee delivered 
a floor speech calling for improvements to the education system, universal health
care, safeguards for Social Security, stronger environmental protection measures,
and the importance of reproductive choice.9 As a member of the Financial Services
Committee, Lee sought to prohibit insurance companies from refusing to do 
business in geographic areas they deemed risky. Lee also criticized lenders for
targeting poor Americans who often borrowed cash and then fell into a cycle of
revolving debt.10

Lee also focused on the HIV/AIDS pandemic, which has afflicted the 
Bay Area and devastated sub-Saharan Africa. Lee secured $5 million to fund
HIV/AIDS clinics in Alameda County. She co-authored the Global AIDS and
Tuberculosis Relief Act of 2000, signed into law by President William J. Clin-
ton, and the United States Leadership Against HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis, and
Malaria Act of 2003, and the Assistance for Orphans and Other Vulnerable
Children in Developing Countries Act of 2005, both signed into law by Presi-
dent George W. Bush. In 2006, as chair of the CBC Global AIDS Task Force,
Congresswoman Lee introduced legislation to reduce the vulnerability of women
and girls to HIV infection in developing countries.11

Representative Lee has worked hard to balance the priorities of peace and 
security in U.S. foreign policy. In 1999, she opposed U.S. air strikes in Yugoslavia.
Following the September 2001 terrorist attacks, she was the lone dissenting 
vote against a resolution authorizing broad authority to President Bush to 
use force in response. Lee cited a need for thoughtful consideration before taking 
military action.12 She later offered an alternative amendment to the resolution
authorizing the use of force in Iraq and introduced a resolution to repeal the 
doctrine of preemption. 
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